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innate aptitudes. We talk of a skilled performer on the tight-
rope, but not of a skilled walker. And yet the skilled per-
formance must always be built on the basis of the innate
bodily mechanisms: the tight-rope performer, for example,
has acquired his skill on the basis of his power to walk and
balance his body. In the acquisition of skill imitation * is
of great importance. One watches another perform an action
which seems desirable, getting a general idea of it and a vague
notion of the means toward it. Then gradually, by a process
of trial and error, a successful copy of the action is made. In
the first clumsy attempts there is imperfect co-ordination of
bodily movements, leading to the performance of many super-
fluous actions. A small child learning to write uses his whole
body, and usually sticks out his tongue; an amateur pianist
practising a difficult passage frequently makes facial contor-
tions that have nothing to do with his performance. But
as skill is acquired the clumsy and unnecessary actions are
-gradually eliminated, the successful movements are consoli-
dated, and an effective engram-complex is formed to govern
the whole performance.
In investigating skill psychologists select a suitable task,
such as the solving of mechanical puzzles, mirror-drawing,
typewriting, or telegraphy, and estimate their subject's per-
formance on successive occasions. The time taken to perform
the task, or the amount done in a given time, is noted, and a
graph drawn. A graph of the errors made is usually added.
It is found that the subject improves rapidly to begin with,
a fact for which it is difficult to account on any mechanistic
hypothesis. The improvement is more probably due to
emotional factors such as interest, enthusiasm, and feeling of
novelty.
'Plateaux' are a characteristic feature of the learning
process—the graph becomes flat, indicating a period where
no improvement in performance is made. It was believed
at one time that this phenomenon is universal in learning;
not all experimental evidence, however, supports such a
contention, for progress is sometimes fairly regular over a
1 Sec Chapter XV.

